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. B
ST. NORBERT COLLEGE MAS M OLIN
In January 1997 a lightly revised version of my doctoral dissertation, completed two years earlier, was published in the JSOT Supplement series. 1 The book was a re-examination of the book of Jonah and, by means of this analysis, a critique of several methodologies then at work in Hebrew Bible studies. One such methodology was the circular practice of providing a historical reconstruction for biblical texts of an unknown date by appeal to other biblical texts whose dates were equally unknown. In the case of Jonah, this was done by combining the negative portrayal of Nineveh as the quintessential enemy of the Israelites in Nahum with a reading of Ezra-Nehemiah as a depiction of xenophobic, insular, meanspirited Jewish nationalism. With this construction in place, scholars now had a target against which the author of Jonah had written his fable of God's love for evil Gentiles. I am grateful to Dr. Philippe Guillaume for inviting me to be on the panel at the EABS meeting in Lisbon and further, when circumstances prevented my attendance at the conference, for asking me to contribute this essay to this published collection of papers. The title refers to Father Mapple's description of the book of Jonah in Chapter 9 of Melville's Moby Dick.
2 Added to this is the problem that proposed historical contexts for biblical writings have a tendency to equate each writing with a particular (hypothetical) group, which then allows for differing groups to square off against one another by means of their writings. This most closely resembles the modern scholarly guild, where one's work is often equated with that of other scholars, and textual output is subjected to sustained critique by readers who often belong to other scholarly traditions. This anachronism goes unnoticed for the most part.
at least 1600 years, to Jerome's commentary on Jonah. 3 As an alternative, I investigated datable traditions about Nineveh from outside Israel-the majority of these extant in Greek texts-and argued that Jonah's portrayal of Nineveh is informed by traditions about Nineveh similar to those ubiquitous in Classical and Hellenistic Greek texts, i.e., as a once magnificent city long since destroyed. 4 This view of Nineveh does not allow one to see the Ninevites' most important quality in the Book of Jonah as their non-Jewishness, nor to understand the divine pardon of the city in Jonah as a straightforward account of mercy or forgiveness, given that the author and readers would have known about the city's ultimate fate.
The author and original readers, living in a culture informed by traditions which do not fail to mention Nineveh as a city that no longer exists, do not see a loving God who is free to forgive whom he wills, but rather a God who may forgive at will and revoke that forgiveness as well. 5
Another methodological analysis demonstrated how the book of Jonah exhibited striking similarities with marginalized biblical texts such as Job and Ecclesiastes in its understanding of God while at the same time it interacted substantively with texts and traditions ranged widely throughout the Hebrew Bible. In light of this, the use in biblical scholarship of externally imposed criteria in the determination of the so-called "normative" or "mainstream" or "theological core" of the Hebrew Bible was strongly critiqued. As with the case of the traditional reading of Jonah as a tract of universal divine love based on faulty assumptions regarding post-exilic Judaism, here too most modern scholarly understandings of the center and periphery in the Hebrew Bible were in actuality modern (and decidedly Christian) theological biases inscribed into the text.
[I]n the observation that Jonah exhibits affinities with Job and Qoheleth and also draws heavily upon traditions found in all parts of the canon, using them in fundamentally the same manner, an entry point is gained which warrants and compels a re-examination of the theology of the Old Testament. 6 3 Cf. Bolin Most importantly, as stated in the book's final chapter, these critiques and their articulations were not a product of my own intellectual efforts. In the early 1990's, Hebrew Bible studies were in the midst of a prolonged, intense and often acrimonious discussion about the ongoing validity of the so-called assured results that had guided scholars for a generation or more. 7 My awareness of these seismic disturbances in the discipline were heightened by the fact that during my doctoral studies (1991) (1992) (1993) (1994) (1995) I was the graduate assistant for both Thomas Thompson and Philip Davies while both men were completing their highly influential books that issued formidable challenges to the unstated theological assumptions at work in historical reconstructions of ancient Israel. 8 Of course, Thompson and Davies were not the only authors asking these questions, 9 but my proximity to both men as they worked on their respective contributions provides the context of my discussion of assumptions and methods in biblical studies. Nevertheless, I freely acknowledge that some of the book's methodologi-Looking at how the discussion has progressed in Jonaforschung over the last decade, it is gratifying to see that significant advances have been made regarding several important issues that have heretofore bedeviled readers. The days when Jonah's Nineveh was equated with the bloodthirsty city of Nahum, when the prophet Jonah was seen to represent a fictive post-exilic Judaism obsessed with ethnic purity or hatred of Gentiles, 11 and when the author of Jonah was extolled as a preacher of universal divine love and tolerance are gone forever. 12 Scholars working in Jonah must now deal with a Persian period Yehud which is much more complex and interesting than paraphrases of Ezra-Nehemiah have allowed for. Perhaps more importantly, scholars can no longer claim ignorance of the heretofore tacit theological assumptions that too often drive modern interpretations of biblical texts. What follows is discussion of some important studies on Jonah and how they have advanced our knowledge of and ability to read the biblical book. 13 Serge Frolov rightly points out the fact that practically all modern readings of Jonah pit the book's author against his main character something which, given the wide variety of methodologies practiced on Jonah must be ascribed to "uncritically accepted stereotypes." 14 When one attempts to take Jonah's part in his dispute with Yahweh, while also taking seriously Jonah's role as a prophet, then Jonah's reluctance and subsequent consternation vis- à-vis Yahweh can be understood in connection with Jonah being branded as a false prophet because of Yahweh's propensity to forgive. Moreover, when one sees that the logic of the book requires Jonah's prophecy to remain unfulfilled in order for the Ninevites to be saved, then Jonah becomes an example of the atoning, vicarious suffering of the righteous on behalf of the wicked. 15 For Frolov, Jonah's resistance to Yahweh's plan to make a patsy of him makes him worthy of emulation. In this reading, Jonah becomes a figure very similar to Job, who is also made to suffer needlessly in order to prove a point about God.
In looking at analyses of the interpretive biases at work in modern readings of Jonah, pride of place belongs to Yvonne Sherwood's masterful analysis of the history of Jonah's interpretation, which is not only required reading for anyone working in Jonah, but richly rewards the careful study of anyone working in biblical studies. 16 With precision and flair, Sherwood deftly exposes and dissects the roots of the anti-Jewish readings of Jonah and situates them in the larger context of Christian anti-Judaism. 17 There exists a deep tension at the heart of the relationship between Christianity and Judaism, the manifestation of which in the historically Christian field of modern biblical exegesis Sherwood aptly describes as a "huge neo-Marcionite hangover." Under the influence of this tension on Jonah
[t]he Jew stands at the origin of Christianity and represents the dangerous possibility of its denial; the Christian narrative of Self depends on "him," and yet, if "he" retains his distinctiveness then that same narrative is under threat . . . The small stage of Jonah criticism demonstrates how Christianity links itself with and expels its Jewish Other, because its identity paradoxically depends on both annexing and expulsion. 18 Sherwood also notes the centripetal and centrifugal forces that biblical scholarship exerts on the canon. Consequently, works deemed not to fit the already determined theological heart of the Hebrew Bible are pushed to the margins, while privileged texts and interpretations are held at the center. 19 Using a different metaphor, 15 "To salvage both Nineveh and God's credibility, this intermediary, Jonah, had to take upon himself the unenviable role of a false prophet. To put it more bluntly, Jonah's disgrace is shown in the book as the conditio sine qua non of Nineveh's salvation" ("Returning the Ticket," 96). 21 In her own reading of Jonah, Sherwood sees a book that, in its wrestling with ambiguity, escape from death, the search for shelter, and an inscrutable, omnipotent deity is "not the maverick misfit in the canon, but the most typical of biblical and prophetic texts." 22 While Sherwood's work focuses on the readers of Jonah throughout Jewish and Christian history, Ehud Ben Zvi's book, while a reception history of Jonah, tries to reconstruct the original readers of the book as a means to reconstruct the history of ancient Israel. 23 However, while Ben Zvi is, strictly speaking, looking at how Jonah was first read, the very nature of investigating an author's first or intended audience opens up questions concerning the author's own historical and cultural contexts. Consequently, his discussion of what can be known about Persian period Jerusalem literary elites and on the basis of this knowledge what these same elites would have known and brought to their reading of Jonah helps to discard some interpretive red herrings. Foremost among these are that Jonah deals with divine forgiveness of non-Israelites, represented by the Ninevites. Against this, Ben Zvi carefully shows how the paradox of Jonah's literary Nineveh being forgiven when the historical Nineveh had already been destroyed would not have been lost on Jonah's first readers. Rather, the ambiguity between Nineveh's dual and diametrically opposed fates would help foster theological reflections that privilege neither the absolute efficacy or worthlessness of repentance, or that assert divine prerogative over
giveness, but in a much less sophisticated way. Sherwood notes my argument and uses it to incisively demonstrate the overlap between those centrifugal forces exerted on the canon by dominant scholarly paradigms and those that determine what constitutes "mainstream" scholarship: "All too aware of centripetal disciplinary forces that work to keep maverick biblical voices to a minimum, Bolin adds that he hopes that Jonah (or indeed, by implication his own work) will not be confined to a disciplinary ghetto, in 'quarantine' with these overtly odd biblical texts" (ibid., 228 n. 95).
20 Sherwood, Biblical Text, 80. 21 "As Jonah the prophet is coerced towards conformity, so the text is steered towards the norm, made to fit with a perceived biblical and prophetic standard. The misfit prophetic text, narrative without diatribe, oddman-out in the canon, is urged to be more like Zechariah, Habakkuk, and its fellow-prophets." (Sherwood, Biblical Text, 62).
22 Sherwood, Biblical Text, 284; cf. Bolin: "[T]he hanging end of Jonah and the precarious nature of human existence which it metaphorically represents remain a haunting biblical witness to a theology that defies easy exp ssion or analysis" (Freedom Beyond Forgiveness, 178) . all else. 24 Ben Zvi also demonstrates that, rather than representing some kind of anti-hero or negative example, the characterization of Jonah as a figure who engages in critical reflection on the divine nature based on the testimony of authoritative texts reflects those Jerusalem literati who constituted the book's first readers. As such, Jonah asks those readers to engage in critical self-reflection about their own understanding of those authoritative texts and traditions to which they were committed. 25 Building on and extending Ben Zvi's examination of the social setting of the author and first readers of Jonah, Lowell Handy's excellent social-scientific reading of Jonah shows how post-exilic Jerusalem elites, as functionaries of the Persian authority, would have seen in Jonah a bit of themselves-often unwilling messengers speaking on behalf of an omnipotent sovereign. 26 Handy deftly brings together literary-critical issues, e.g., the role of space in narrative, with the social and historical data about marine travel and urban trade in the late first millennium BCE to offer a compelling historical and social context for Jonah that, instead of flattening the book's meaning to a one-dimensional message, or a diatribe of some putative faction or party in ancient Israel, reflects rather the complex intersections between local/international, ethnic/cosmopolitan, and center/periphery that bureaucratic functionaries negotiated in a regional capital of the Persian imperium. 27 Given this social backdrop, God in Jonah is seen as part and parcel of the wisdom tradition represented by Job and Ecclesiastes, portrayed in all three books in a fashion analogous to the ideological claims of the Persian king. 28 Finally, T.A. Perry's creative reading of Jonah recasts the conflict between the prophet and God in terms of an exclusive (as opposed to exclusivist) relationship between Jonah as an individual and God. 29 In other words, Perry reads the conflict as a lover's quarrel. In support of this, Perry cleverly teases out the erotic undertones at work in Jonah as they echo with other biblical texts, e.g., the wish for death rather than separation from the beloved, or of the desert as a place of lovers' reconciliation. Even the that Jonah builds in 4:5 calls to mind nuptial ritual. 30 Perry also provides one of the more plausible arguments for the integral role of the psalm in Jonah 2 with the book as a whole, seeing it as Jonah's "uncle" after God has granted his wish for death, expressed in 1:12 and alluded to in the first half of the psalm. 31 Turning to Yahweh's final words in Jon 4:10-11, his reference to the Ninevites' animals has consistently provided exegetical fodder for the book's interpreters. Most commentators connect the in v. 11 to those included in the king's decree ordering repentance and supplication in 3:7-8. What is often overlooked, however, apart from the fact that God notices the animals in Nineveh is why he would be interested in them at all. Some have tried to make the connection between the reference to animals in 4:11 with Yahweh's description of the Ninevites as people "who do not know their right from their left" to say that the author is implying that the Ninevites are no better than dumb animals. 32 Still others see the animals as some sort of comic element in the book. 33 One potential answer and often overlooked answer is that Yahweh, like all his divine colleagues in the ancient Mediterranean and Near Eastern worlds, feasted on a daily diet of roasted animal flesh and that his reference to the animals is made in the context of forthcoming sacrifices from the newly pardoned (and grateful) Ninevites.
The role of sacrifice in Jonah has not been extensively analyzed. The practice is mentioned explicitly twice: in 1:16 the sailors are said to have made sacrifices to Yahweh along with vows after the storm has been quieted, and in 2:10 Jonah promises Yahweh a sacrifice, also connected with a vow, if he is rescued from the fish's belly. 34 The verb used in both instances, , occurs throughout the Hebrew Bible in specific reference to animal sacrifice; there is no chance that this term can mean a cereal offering or libation. Important here is the fact that both of these references to sacrifice are understood as an expression for gratitude to the deity in response to an act of divine beneficence. 35 Such thank-offerings are but one portion of the larger-and seemingly endless-dance of ious practices. Consequently, one may validly inquire whether or not Yahweh's mention of the animals in 4:11-and note his pointing out in particular how many of them there are-is motivated by his anticipation of numerous thank-offerings on the part of the Ninevites in response to his pardon of their sinfulness. Jon 4:11 would thus constitute the Hebrew Bible's counterpart to the Greek hecatomb, as it were. We might expect a reference to the Ninevites' offerings, given that this would parallel the sailors' offering made in chapter 1 and, as has been well demonstrated, the author of Jonah has consciously constructed parallel portrayals of the sailors and the Ninevites. 37 Moreover, in keeping with the fact that the only two explicit mentions of sacrifice in Jonah deal with thank-offering, it would not make sense for the Ninevites to have offered their cattle as part of the repentance process, what the Bible calls a "sinoffering." Rather, after changing their ways and calling out to God for mercy, the Ninevites would then make offerings to God from their numerous animals in gratitude for having averted destruction. In other words, the time for offering can only come at the end of the story, or beyond the end, given that the author shifts his focus away from Nineveh and onto Yahweh and Jonah in chapter 4.
Looking at Yahweh's reference to Nineveh's animals in 4:11 in this way opens a new interpretive possibility for reading Jonah, namely, as a book that describes the inexorable will of Yahweh to extend his sovereignty over the whole world. From this perspective, Yahweh's command that Jonah go to Nineveh isn't motivated by any kind of universal, non-sectarian concern for all the peoples of the earth, but rather is the action of a ruler-for what are gods in antiquity but kings writ large? 38 -doing what all rulers in the ancient Near East did: trying to extend his sphere of influence. 39 This was the practice of the Persian monarchs under whose rule the author of Jonah most likely lived. The reliefs on the ruins of the Adapana at Persepolis show happy, docile client kings walking
